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Editors’ Introduction i

No event did more to push sustainable development into the mainstream of worldwide policy debates than
the 1987 release of the report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, commonly known
as the Brundtland Commission. Widely distributed as a trade paperback entitted Our Common Future (New
York: Norton, 1987), this volume formulated what has become the standard definition of sustdinable devel-
opment (“development that meets the needs of the present without jeopardizing the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their own needs"). A directive of the United Nations General Assembly established the
commission in 1983, in the tradition of several previous influential UN-affiliated international commissions, the
Palme Commission on Security and Disarmament and the Brandt Commission on North~South Issues. Chaired
by former Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, the Commission consisted of leading citizens
from twenty-one nations. The group held public hearings on five continents, reviewed 10,000 pages of testi-
mony, sought advice from numerous experts and advisory panels, and commissioned more than seventy-five
studies and reports.

A rich compendium of analysis and strategies, the Brundtland Commission report succeeded remarkably
well at calling global attention to the need for sustainable development and developing a common formula-
tion of this concept. The Commission helped establish a strong foundation for the United Nations Conference
on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and many other subsequent events and
programs. However, it has been criticized on many grounds as well, particularly for accepting conventional
notions of continued economic growth as the path to improved human welfare, for insufficiently incorporating
an analysis of global power relations, and for developing a definition of sustainable development that is highly
anthropocentric and dependent on the difficult-to-define concept of “needs.”

Other leading reports that called attention to the need for sustainable development in general, and
sustainable urban development in particular, included the Worldwatch Reports from the Worldwatch Institute
{(www.worldwatch.org), an influential series of pamphlet-style analyses that began in 1975, the annual State
of the World books published by the same organization beginning in 1984, the Global 2000 Report to
US President Jimmy Carter in 1980, and annual World Conservation Strategy reports from the World Conservation
Union beginning in 1980. The establishment of national groups such as Canada's National Roundtable
on the Environment and Economy has emulated the work of the Brundtland Commission on a smaller scale,
helping to place sustainability issues on public agendas.
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A CALL FOR ACTION

Over the course of this century, the relationship
between the human world and the planet that sus-
tains it has undergone a profound change.

When the century began, neither human num-
bers nor technology had the power radically to alter
planetary systems. As the century closes, not only
do vastly increased human numbers and their
activities have that power, but major, unintended
changes are occurring in the atmosphere, in soils,
in waters, among plants and animals, and in the rela-
tionships among all of these. The rate of change is
outstripping the ability of scientific disciplines and
our current capabilities to assess and advise. It is
frustrating the attempts of political and economic
institutions, which evolved in a different, more
fragmented world, to adapt and cope. It deeply
worries many people who are seeking ways to
place those concerns on the political agendas.

The onus lies with no one group of nations. De-
veloping countries face the obvious life-threatening
challenges of desertification, deforestation, and
pollution, and endure most of the poverty associ-
ated with environmental degradation. The entire
human family of nations would suffer from the
disappearance of rain forests in the tropics, the
loss of plant and animal species, and changes
in rainfall patterns. Industrial nations face the life-
threatening challenges of toxic chemicals, toxic
wastes, and acidification. All nations may suffer from
the releases by industrialized countries of carbon
dioxide and of gases that react with the ozone layer,
and from any future war fought with the nuclear
arsenals controlled by those nations. All nations
will have a role to play in changing trends, and in
righting an international economic system that
increases rather than decreases inequality, that
increases rather than decreases numbers of poor
and hungry.

The next few decades are crucial. The time has

come to break out of past patterns. Attempts to.

maintain social and ecological stability through
old approaches to development and environ-
mental protection will increase instability. Security
must be sought through change. The Commission
has noted a number of actions that must be taken
to reduce risks to survival and to put futire devel-
opment ‘on paths that are sustainable. Yet we are

aware that such a reorientation on a continuing basis
is simply beyond the reach of present decision-
making structures and institutional arrangements,
both national and international.

This Commission has been careful to base
our recommendations on the realities of present
institutions, on.what can and must be accom-
plished today. But to keep options open for future
generations, the present generation must begin
now, and begin together.

To achieve the needed changes, we believe
that an active follow-up of this report is imperative.
It is with this in mind that we call for the UN General
Assembly, upon due consideration, to transform
this report into a UN Programme on Sustainable
Development. Special follow-up conferences could
be initiated at the regional level. Within an appro-
priate period after the presentation of this report to
the General Assembly, an international conference
could be convened to review progress made, and
to promote follow-up arrangements that will be
needed to set benchmarks and to maintain human
progress.

First and foremost, this Commission has been
concerned with people — of all countries and all
walks of life. And it is to people that we address
our report. The changes in human attitudes that we
call for depend on a vast campaign of education,
debate, and public participation. This campaign
must start now if sustainable human progress is to
be achieved.

The members of the World Commission on
Environment and Development came from 21
very different nations. In our discussions, we dis-
agreed often on details and priorities. But despite
our widely differing backgrounds and varying
national and international responsibilities, we were
able to agree to the lines along which change must
be drawn.

We are unanimous in our conviction that the
security, well-being, and very survival of :the
plariet depend on such changes, now.

A THREATENED FUTURE

The Earth is one but the world is not. We all
depend on one biosphere for sustaining our lives.
Yet each community, each country, strives: for
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survival and prosperity with little regard for its
impact on others. Some consume the Earth’s
resources at a rate that would leave little for future
generations. Others, many more in number, con-
sume far too little and live with the prospect of
hunger, squalor, disease, and early death.

Yet progress has been made. Throughout much
of the world, children born today can expect to live
longer and be better educated than their parents.
In many parts, the new-born can also expect to
attain a higher standard of living in a wider sense.
Such progress provides hope as we contemplate the
improvements still needed, and also as we face our
failures to make this Earth a safer and sounder home
for us and for those who are to come.

The failures that we need to correct arise both

from poverty and from the short-sighted way in-

which we have often pursued prosperity. Many
parts of the world are caught in a vicious down-
wards spiral: Poor people are forced to overuse
environmental resources to survive from day to day,
and their impoverishment of their environment
further impoverishes them, making their survival
ever more difficult and uncertain. The prosperity
attained in some parts of the world is often pre-
carious, as it has been secured through farming,
forestry, and industrial practices that bring profit and
progress only over the short term.

Societies have faced such pressures in the past
and, as many desolate ruins remind us, sometimes
succumbed to them. But generally these pressures
were local. Today the scale of our interventions in
nature is increasing and the physical effects of our
decisions spill across national frontiers. The growth
in economic interaction between nations amplifies
the wider consequences of national decisions.
Economics-and ecology bind us in ever-tightening
networks. Today, many regions face risks of
irreversible damage to the human environment
that threaten the basis for human progress.

These deepening interconnections are the
central justification for the establishment of this
Commission. We traveled the world for nearly
three years, listening. At special public hearings
organized by the Commission, we heard from
government leaders, scientists, and experts, from
citizens’ groups concerned about a wide range of
environment and development issues, and from
thousands of individuals — farmers, shanty-town

residents, young people, industrialists, and indigen-
ous and tribal peoples.

We found everywhere deep public concern for
the environment, concern that has led not just to
protests but often to changed behaviour. The chal-
lenge is to ensure that these new values are more
adequately reflected in the principles and operations
of political and economic structures.

We also found grounds for hope: that people can
cooperate to build a future that is more prosper-
ous, more just, and more secure; that a new era of
economic growth can be attained, one based on pol-
icies that sustain and expand the Earth’s resource
base; and that the progress that some have known
over the last century can be experienced by all in
the years ahead. But for this to happen, we must
understand better the symptoms of stress that
confront us, we must identify the causes, and we
must design new approaches to managing envir-
onmental resources and to sustaining human
development.

SYMPTOMS AND CAUSES

Environmental stress has often been seen as the
result of the growing demand on scarce resources
and the pollution generated by the rising living
standards of the relatively affluent. But poverty
itself pollutes the environment, creating environ-
mental stress in a different way. Those who are poor
and hungry will often destroy their immediate
environment in order to survive: They will cut down
forests, their livestock will overgraze grasslands; they
will overuse marginal land; and in growing numbers
they will crowd into congested cities. The cumul-
ative effect of these changes is so far-reaching as
to make poverty itself a major global scourge.

On the other hand, where economic growth
has led to improvements in living standards, it
has sometimes been achieved in ways that are glob-
ally damaging in the longer term. Much of the
improvement in the past has been based on the use
of increasing amounts of raw materials, energy,
chemicals, and synthetics and on the creation of
pollution that is not adequately accounted for in
figuring the costs of production processes. These
trends have had unforeseen effects on the envir-
onment. Thus today’s environmental challenges
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arise both from the lack of development and from
the unintended consequences of some forms of eco-
nomic growth. . ..
[..-]

Sustainable development is development that
meets the needs of the present without comprom-
ising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs. It contains within it two key concepts:

# the concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essen-
tial needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding
priority should be given; and

® the idea of limitations imposed by the state of
technology and social organization on the en-
vironment’s ability to meet present and future
needs.

Thus the goals of economic and social development
must be defined in terms of sustainability in all coun-
tries — developed or developing, market-oriented
or centrally planned. Interpretations will vary, but
must share certain general features and must flow
from a consensus on the basic concept of sustain-
able development and on a broad strategic frame-
work for achieving it.

Development involves a progressive transforma-
tion of economy and society. A development path
that is sustainable in a physical sense could the-
oretically be pursued even in a rigid social and
political setting. But physical sustainability cannot
be secured unless development policies pay atten-
tion to such considerations as changes in access
to resources and in the distribution of costs and
benefits. Even the narrow notion of physical sus-
tainability implies a concern for social equity
between generations, a concern that must logic-
ally be extended to equity within each generation.

THE CONCEPT OF SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT

The satisfaction of human needs and aspirations is
the major objective of development. The essential
needs of vast numbers of people in developing coun-
tries — for food, clothing, shelter, jobs — are not being
met, and beyond their basic needs these people have
legitimate aspirations for an improved quality of life.
A world in which poverty and inequity are
endemic will always be prone to ecological and other

crises. Sustainable: development requires meeting
the basic needs of all and extending to all the
opportunity to satisfy their aspirations for a better
life.

Living standards that go beyond the basic min-
imum are sustainable only if consumption standards
everywhere have regard for long-term sustainability.
Yet many of us live beyond the world’s ecological
means, for instance in our patterns of energy use.
Perceived needs are socially and culturally deter-
mined, and sustainable development requires the
promotion of values that encourage consumption
standards that are within the bounds of the eco-
logically possible and to which all can reasonably
aspire.

Meeting essential needs depends in part on
achieving full growth potential, and sustainable
development clearly requires economic growth
in places where such needs are not being met.
Elsewhere, it can be consistent with economic
growth, provided the content of growth reflects the
broad principles of sustainability and nonexploita-
tion of others. But growth by itself is not enough.
High levels of productive activity and widespread
poverty can coexist, and can endanger the envir-
onment. Hence sustainable development requires
that societies meet human needs both by increas-
ing productive potential and by ensuring equitable
opportunities for all.

An expansion in numbers can increase the
pressure on resources and slow the rise in living
standards in areas where deprivation is wide-
spread. Though the issue is not merely one of
population size but of the distribution of resourcés,
sustainable development can only be pursued if
demographic developments are in harmony with the
changing productive potential of the ecosystem.

A society may in many ways compromise its
ability to meet the essential needs of its people
in the future ~ by overexploiting resources, for
example. The direction of technological develop-
ments may solve some immediate problems but
lead to even greater ones. Large sections of the
population may be marginalized by ill-considered
development.

Settled agriculture, the diversion of water-
courses, the extraction of minerals, the emission
of heat and noxious gases into the atmosphere,
commercial forests, and genetic manipulation are
all examples of human intervention in natural
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systems during the course of development. Until
recently, such interventions were small in scale and
their impact limited. Today’s interventions are more
drastic in scale and impact, and more threatening
to life-support systems both locally and globally.
This need not happen. At a minimum, sustainable
development must not endanger the natural systems
that support life on Earth: the atmosphere, the
waters, the soils, and the living beings.

Growth has no set limits in terms of population
or resource use beyond which lies ecological dis-
aster. Different limits hold for the use of energy,
materials, water, and land. Many of these will
manifest themselves in the form of rising costs and
diminishing returns, rather than in the form of any
sudden loss of a resource base. The accumulation
of knowledge and the development of technology
can enhance the carrying capacity of the resource
base. But ultimate limits there are, and sustainability
requires that long before these are reached, the
world must ensure equitable access to the con-
strained resource and reorient technological
efforts to relieve the pressure.

Economic growth and development obviously
involve changes in the physical ecosystem. Every
ecosystem everywhere cannot be preserved intact.
A forest may be depleted in one part of a water-
shed and extended elsewhere, which is not a bad
thing if the exploitation has been planned and the
effects on soil erosion rates, water regimes, and
genetic losses have been taken into account. In
general, renewable resources like forests and fish
stocks need not be depleted provided the rate of
use is within the limits of regeneration and natural
growth. But most renewable resources are part of
a complex and interlinked ecosystem, and maximum
sustainable yield must be defined after taking into
account system-wide effects of exploitation.

As for nonrenewable resources, like fossil fuels
and minerals, their use reduces the stock avail-
able for future generations. But this does not mean
that such resources should not be used. In general
the rate of depletion should take into account the
criticality of that resource, the availability of tech-
nologies for minimizing depletion, and the likelihood
of substitutes being available. Thus land should not
be degraded beyond reasonable recovery. With
minerals and fossil fuels, the rate of depletion and
the emphasis on recycling and economy of use
should be calibrated to ensure that the resource
does not run out before acceptable substitutes are
available. Sustainable development requires that the
rate of depletion of nonrenewable resources should
foreclose as few future options as possible.

Development tends to simplify ecosystems and
to reduce their diversity of species. And species,
once extinct, are not renewable. The loss of plant
and animal species can greatly limit the options
of future generations; so sustainable development
requires the conservation of plant and animal
species.

So-called free goods like air and water are also
resources. The raw materials and energy of pro-
duction processes are only partly converted to
useful products. The rest comes out as wastes.
Sustainable development requires that the adverse
impacts on the quality of air, water, and other nat-
ural elements are minimized so as to sustain the
ecosystem’s overall integrity.

In essence, sustainable development is a process
of change in which the exploitation of resources,
the direction of investments, the orientation of
technological development, and institutional
change are all in harmony and enhance both cur-
rent and future potential to meet human needs and
aspirations.
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